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“Deadness is more than just what happens to an aborted child. it happens to a woman who feels so wearied from her life that she doesn’t care anymore.”

~Renee Altson, Spiritual Abuse Survivor

Ministering to Women: Spiritual Abuse
This paper is designed as a resource for those who minister to women who have been spiritually abused.  Through it you will find a definition of spiritual abuse, important background information, the biblical perspective on spiritual abuse and the “do’s and don’ts” of ministering to women who have (or are currently) experiencing spiritual abuse. May this paper help you deepen your understanding and compassion on this particularly hard topic and guide you in your ministry to women who have endured this particular type of pain.  

Definition of Spiritual Abuse:

The best way to understand this particular type of abuse is to begin with the definition.  There are two definitions that are important to consider, first is a succinct definition from Dr. Gary Breshears, “Spiritual abuse is when leaders use their position of power to control or dominate another person, bolstering their own position or needs.”  This is a concise way to define spiritual abuse.  The second, written by David Henke develops the aspect that drives spiritual abuse; the leader meeting their needs through the manipulation of those they are leading.

 “Spiritual abuse is the misuse of a position of power, leadership, or influence to further the selfish interests of someone other than the individual who needs help.  Sometimes abuse arises out of a doctrinal position.  At other times is occurs because of legitimate personal needs of a leader that are being met by illegitimate means.  Spiritually abusive religious systems are sometimes described as legalistic, mind controlling, religiously addictive, and authoritarian.”

Both definitions define spiritual abuse as a misuse of power/authority in a way that gratifies their own personal needs.  It is important to note that the concept of Biblical leaders is ones who should be pouring their lives into the people they are shepherding, looking for ways to encourage them to deepen their relationship with Jesus Christ.  The leaders themselves are to be finding their security, identity, and encouragement from the Lord.  They are not to be draining their flock to meet their own personal desires.  Dr. Breshears said it well when he stated, “Leaders should be putting their lives into people, not sucking life out of them.”  Leaders are supposed to give, and invest in the lives of those whom they lead.  Spiritual abuse begins when the Leader uses the power and authority they have in a person’s life to meet their own needs.

Important Background Information:

There are three aspects of background information that are critical to understand when speaking about spiritual abuse.  First, there is the common characteristic of an abuser and/or an abusing organization.  Secondly, there is the process by which a person is brought into a spiritually abusive relationship to that person and/or organization. Lastly, and perhaps is the most important for this paper are the thoughts, feelings and identifiable behaviors that a woman is likely to experience as a result of spiritual abuse.

Common Characteristics of an Abuser and/or Abusive Organization

When beginning the background discussion on spiritual abuse it is important to understand some of the common characteristics of an abuser and/or an abusing organization.  This will help identify potential abusers and will give a framework for identifiable traits to listen for in a woman’s story.  Taken from David Henke’s work with spiritual abuse he has highlighted five key characteristics that are important to understand; Authoritarian, Image Conscious, Suppresses Criticism, Perfectionistic and Unbalanced.  

Authoritarian  “The most distinctive characteristic of a spiritually abusive religious system, or leader, is the overemphasis on authority. Because a group claims to have been established by God Himself the leaders in this system claim the right to command their followers”(Henke).  The key to understanding where spiritual abuse begins is right here.  The leader believes they are appointed by God to rule and exercise authority in another person’s life.  The leader has the ultimate authority to dictate to their flock exactly how they are to act, what they are to say and who they are to become. 
Image Conscious “The abusive religious system is scrupulous to maintain an image of righteousness…the mistaken judgments and character flaws of its leaders are denied or covered up in order to validate their authority.  Impossibly high legalistic standard of thought and behavior may be imposed on the members. Their failure to live up to these standards is a constant reminder of the follower’s inferiority to his leaders, and the necessity of submission to them”(Henke).  The leaders in a potentially abusive situation are concerned with their appearance to outsiders.  Unable to withstand scrutiny, conformance to the desired performance of its members is a must.  There are secrets that are kept within the leadership framework (whether one individual or multiple) because their followers are not trustworthy enough, especially when it concerns shortcomings and failures of the leader.  It is of the utmost importance, to the point that many things will be sacrificed to maintain their desired image.  

Suppresses Criticism “Because the religious system is not based on the truth it cannot allow questions, dissent, or open discussions about issues.  The person who dissents becomes the problem rather than the issue he raised.  The truth about any issue is settled and handed down from the top of the hierarchy.  Questioning anything is considered a challenge to authority.  Thinking for oneself is suppressed by pointing out that it leads to doubts.  This is portrayed as unbelief in God and His anointed leaders”(Henke).  When a spiritually abuse relationship exist, the ability to think critically is taken away.  The abused person is taught to equate questioning their leader with questioning the almighty God and that is NOT allowed.  The person that begins to ask questions comes under scrutiny from the leadership.  Essentially the ability to think for yourself is stripped.  The only thoughts that are permissible are the one approved by the abuser(s). 

Perfectionistic “In abusive religions all blessings come through performance of spiritual requirements.  Failure is strongly condemned so there is only one alternative: perfection.  So long as he thinks he is succeeding in his observation of the rules, the follower typically exhibits pride, elitism, and arrogance.  However, when reality and failure eventually set in, the result is the person experiences spiritual burnout, or even shipwreck of his faith.  Those who fail in their efforts are labeled as apostates, weak, or some other such term so that they can be discarded by the system.”  When considering an abusive person or an abusive organization, this concept of perfectionism is important to remember.  There is only one way to behave and that is according to the principles of the leader, not just one or two of the principles, but all of the principles need to be followed exactly.  When they are not followed exactly, there are consequences and depending on the severity of the abuse these consequences can have devastating results including the individual walking away from God forever.  

Unbalanced “Abusive religions must distinguish themselves from all other religions so they can claim to be distinctive and therefore special to God.  This is usually done by majoring on minor issues such as prophecy, carrying biblical law to extremes, or using strange methods of biblical interpretation.  The imbalanced spiritual hobby-horse thus produced represents unique knowledge or practices which seem to validate the group’s claims to special status with God”(Henke).  This last characteristic of a spiritual abuser gives the insight where the group/leader derives their absolute assurance they are on a spiritual inside track with God.  As a general rule, the concentration on one or a few aspects of Christianity or Bible passages gives a distorted view of the counsel of God.  And it is the distorted view that the abusers belief system is built.

All five of the characteristics work in conjunction with each other to define an abusive situation.  It is important to note that spiritual abuse begins with the leader(s).  These characteristics are descriptions of what a spiritually abusive leader believes and what that means for the group and/or followers.

The Process How a Person Is Brought Into a Spiritually Abusive Relationship

After reading the above section, a question might be if that spiritual abuse is so easily identifiable, how does a woman end up in a spiritually abusive relationship?  Wouldn’t she see the problems and leave?  As with all form of abuse, rarely is the victim aware of the potential danger, and the relationship is developed over time.  It is like the proverbial frog in a pot of boiling water.  If the temperature is slowly brought to the deathly boil, the frog doesn’t notice as remains in the pot.  Dr. Breshears describes the stages a woman experiencing spiritual abuse would have gone through as the same stages a woman facing most other forms of abuse would experience: grooming-by abuser, anointed- the feeling of being the only one who can do/is called by God, euphoric-the elation and pride of rising to perfectionsitic standards, sucking life out- when the leader looks to the abused to fulfill all their needs, failure- inevitably the abused woman will fail the leader, attack – the leader turns on the abused and is critical (in varying degrees), and destruction- the final part when the abuser tears apart the woman they are supposed to be ministering to.  When ministering to women who have experienced this form of abuse it is crucial to remember that most likely they did not know they were engaging in an abusive relationship until damage had already been done, and even then they might not be aware or know to call what they are experiencing spiritual abuse.  There is a process by which the abuser draws their victims, which happens both intentionally and unintentionally.

Thoughts, Feelings and Identifiable Behaviors Experienced Through Spiritual Abuse
Dependent upon where a woman finds herself in the process of being drawn into an abusive relationship there are certain identifiable thoughts, feelings and behaviors.  There are three key areas to highlight: isolation, feelings of guilt and psychological disorders.


The first key behavior to look for in a woman is isolation.  Look for the cutting of ties with her community, work/church and even her family.  The environment of spiritual abuse flourishes when the abuser is the only voice in a woman’s life.  Thus the primary behavior is removing her from all other relationships, devoting her to only the abuser (or the abusive system).  


The second key to look for in a woman is the presence of guilt.  Guilt is one of the primary motivators used by abusers to conform their followers to their principles.  Does she feel guilty if she misses an activity or service?  Does she feel guilty; beyond normal levels is she ‘messes up’?  Now, the presence of guilt does not mean there is spiritual abuse, but if it is one of the biggest motivators for behavior, the ground for potential spiritual abuse is extremely fertile. 


The third aspect to look for in woman who have experience prolonged abuse are psychological disorders, in particular MPD and DID.  Our bodies can only process so much trauma at a time.  In cases of severe spiritual abuse it is not unlikely for a woman to develop either Multiple Personality Disorder (MPD) or a form of Dissociative Identity Disorder (DID).  Both of the psychological disorders mentioned are common when a person cannot process the trauma they are experiencing. For the abused to survive, they need to remove themselves from the situations and environments in which they find themselves.  This would occur in extreme cases of spiritual abuse and is not the normative experience for most women.  However, if a woman is presenting with either MPD or DID abuse of some sort is almost always present.

Biblical Perspective on Spiritual Abuse:

Scripture is replete with God chastening spiritual leaders for improperly leading their flock.  Here is an excerpt from Henke’s defense on the subject:

“Examples of spiritual abuse are found throughout the Bible.  God describes  (and condemns) the ‘shepherds of Israel’ who feed themselves rather than the flock, who do not heal those who are hurting, or seek to bring back those who were driven away but rather discard them, ruling with force and cruelty (Ezekiel 34:1-10).  Jesus reacted with anger against the thievery of the moneychangers in the Temple as they misused God’s people for selfish reason (Matt. 21:12-13; MK 11:15-18; LK 19:45-47; JN 2:13-16).  He was angry at those more concerned with rules and regulations than with human suffering (MK. 3:1-5).  In Matthew 23, Jesus describes the abusive leader in detail…in Act 7:51-56, Stephen called the Jewish leaders to account over their spiritual abuse…in Galatians Paul addresses a performance based Christianity which leads to the abuse of legalism.”  

This is just a small excerpt from Henke’s citation of spiritual abuse in scripture. Although scripture does speak ill of spiritual abuse in many passages, the passages of how to heal from it are harder to find.  It seems that the concept that the Lord contains all truth and also going back to the main principle for our Christian life found in Mark 12:30-31 (Love God, Love Others).  Also it is important to communicate to abused women that Jesus came to “bind up the brokenhearted” (Is. 61:1).  Their redeemer (Jesus) is concerned about their heart which has been torn into pieces and desires to make them whole.  The combination of the truth of God and the compassion of Christ is the beginning of the healing process.  Spiritual abuse is clearly not of the Lord and something that He strongly abhors.  So how does a woman heal from experiencing this abuse?

Do’s and Don’ts: 

When you first suspect a woman is a victim of spiritual abuse, PRAY.  PRAY for wisdom in approaching her, wisdom in what to ask, wisdom in what to say, wisdom on how to convey the heart of God.  PRAY and ask the Lord how you can best show her His love and how you can best minister to her at this crucial time.  PRAY for her healing.  PRAY for the people around her.  PRAY for opportunities to shower her with LOVE.  PRAY.  

How you approach a woman who is a victim of spiritual abuse will depend on a variety of factors: Is she still in the abusive relationship(s)?  How personal is your relationship with her?  Is she aware of the abuse?  
Is she open to talking?  What are her current needs?  What is her relationship with God like?  What is she willing to talk about?  There are more questions, however it is important to point out there is no set formula for helping a woman heal from this form of abuse.  Each woman is different and her needs are going to be different.  Pray and trust that the Lord with guide you as you interact with each hurting woman.

Recovery from spiritual abuse takes TIME.  There is no way to over emphasize this point.  Depending on the depth and breadth of the abuse, it could be years (if ever) for a woman to be able to trust again.  Since spiritual abuse affects a woman’s view of leaders and her view of God, there is going to be a natural distrust of authority and of God.  Let her set the pace for adherence to God’s principles for our lives.  Personally, I would recommend going through Dale & Juanita Ryan’s Bible study Recovery from Spiritual Abuse.  This would provide a framework for her to ask questions and work through some of the issues surrounding spiritual abuse.   Also, as a part of the healing process, professional help is recommended.  However let the woman, who has experienced the abuse determine when she is ready to start talking to a counselor.

When you are ministering to a woman who has experienced spiritual abuse, know that her trusting of God will take time.  Essentially she needs to get to know God all over again.  Make sure that when you are presenting truth that it is done in a format that she has the option not to believe it yet, even if it is as simple as Jesus Loves Me.  Healing will take time.  Be assured that our Lord is more concerned for her and loves her more than you or I ever possibly could and that He is big enough to handle her doubts and questions. 

“reaching was a dangerous thing: it indicated longing.  longing was dangerous because it indicated need. need was exploited, need was abused, need was someone else’s power over what they could touch” 

~Renee Altson, Spiritual Abuse Survivor

Here are a few simple Do’s and Don’ts spelled out…

DO…PRAY!!!!!

DO…Be there (invite her over for a cup of tea, go out for coffee…)

DO…Offer practical helps- she has to start her life over so it could be as simple as going with her to set up her own bank account.  

DO…LOVE HER!!!!!

DO…Let her speak her story (over, and over, and over, and over…)

DO…Offer to study God with her

DO…PRAY!!!!!

DON’T…Expect her to get over this immediately after she has been removed from the situation, healing will take time (a lot of time).

DON’T…Mandate her to do any thing, she will perceive this as a controlling/manipulative

DON’T…Offer quick Christian fixes

DON’T…Mandate they believe God and/or what He says
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